Variability in plumage of Black-capped Chickadees (Parus atricapillus) has been described by Mosher and Lane (Bird-Bat•dit•g, 43:139-40, 1972) who reported categories of "cap" and "bib" shape that seemed to indicate sexual dimorphism. They were successful in using these characters to determine the sex of 21 museum specimens as well as live birds whose sex had been determined by behavior. Using their illustrations, however, I was able to assign to sex only 10 of 33 chickadees captured in winter in Westchester County, New York. These birds did indeed show variability in cap and bib shape, but the characters were not covariant consistently. It seemed possible that in a heterogeneous winter population one might not find consistent characters. I did note that for at least four chickadees the features remained unchanged from year to year.
unchanged from year to year.
To clarify patterns of variation I examined specimens of P. a. atricap{llus in the collection of the American 5Iuseum of Natural History. For the first analysis I used only specimens taken from iX{arch to June in the northeastern United States and Canada, by collectors known to have sexed birds by gonadal examination (W. E. Lanyon, pers. comm.). Although examination of subtle plumage characters is complicated when one has specimens prepared by many different collectors, I was fortunate in having a large number of specimens prepared by Dr. Jonathan Dwight. Specimens were grouped geographically to determine whether there might be consistent geographic variation. Since age and sex classes of birds differ in their conspicuousness and in their appeal to collectors, museum collections cannot be considered a random sample of any population. However, since collectors would probably not be able to distinguish sex or age of chickadees in the field, I assume that collector bias did not operate, and that the sample available to me represents the relative frequencies and conspicuousness of the sex and age samples. For the second analysis I examined additional specimens taken in all months to determine whether seasonality might influence plumage variability. (Table 2) show that there is sexual dimorphism in size, the means of wing and tail length for females falling consistently below the 95% confidence limits around the means for males. Moreover, in some samples (e.g., New York breeding birds) the 95% confidence limits show no overlap. However, examination of the ranges of values reveals that it will be difficult to sex many chickadees by measurements. In the total sample, all but one chickadee with wing length greater than 67 mm were males, but one winter bird sexed as a female (perhaps incorrectly) had a wing of 71 mm. At the lower limit, there were many males and females with wing lengths of only 60 mm. Tail length also showed only small zones of non-overlap. Specimens with tails less than 55 mm were females, those with tails greater than 63 mm were males. There was also consistent geographic variation in size. Male chickadees from New England and Canada had significantly longer bills and tails (P < .05) and slightly longer wings than males from New York area.
